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A. Introduction
In recent years, as the control of communicable diseases has improved, the significance of malnutrition has emerged more clearly and the need to understand its causes has
become more urgent. It has been amply demonstrated by surveys carried out by the World
Health Organization and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
that the most serious and widespread deficiency disease today is protein-calorie malnutrition, especially prevalent among children in the underdeveloped areas of the world , and
that the basic cause is either a lack of resources or a failure to use what resources are
available to provide a sufficient amount, a suitable quality , and a proper balance of foods
in the diet. 1 Low fertility of the soil, lack of money to buy foods that would adequately
supplement the produce of the family garden, ignorance concerning the foods that are essential for a balanced diet, and traditional aversions, prohibitions and beliefs frequently
limit the supply and choice of foods that could provide more protein for the rapidly expanding populations in economically depressed nations. And where tradition is breaking
down, new dangers threaten. For example, the belief that certain protein foods, such as
meat, eggs and fish , are harmful to young children 2 is not critical as long as breast-feeding
continues for two years, but as everywhere mothers begin to wean their children earlier,
the belief is becoming a dangerous one. Where there has been some contact with Western
ideas or with a more sophisticated way of life, the conviction seems to develop among
many mothers that bottle-feeding is socially superior to breast-feeding and tha t the latter
is a vulgar, peasant practice. 3 Nearly everywhere the sales of patent baby foods, including
milk, are increasing rapidly , due not only to this notion but to the belief that commercial
food must be more nutritious. 4 These prepared foods are always relatively expensive,
however, and are therefore used in very inadequate quantities.

1 Ann e Burgess and R. F. A. Dean, Malnutrition and Food Habits, New York: Th e Macmillan Company, 1962, p. 4.
2 Noel Drogat, S.
p. 131.

J., Th e Challenge of Hung er,

Westminster, Maryland: The Newma n Press, 1962,

3 Proceedings of The Borden Cen tennial Symposium on Nu trition, New York City, April 12 , 1958,
New York : The Borden Company Foundation, In c., 1958, p. 10.
4
Burgess and De an, op. cit., p. 8.
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B. Some of the More Prominent Reasons for Inadequate Nutrition in Underdeveloped
and Advanced Societies
World food supplies are inadequate for the proper nutrition of the present world
population and must be greatly increased if they are to keep pace with the current rate of
population growth. It has been estimated, for example, that for the expected world population in 1980 the supply of cereals must be augmented by 50 percent and that of protein protective foods by 70 or 90 percent. 5 Natural, technological, social and economic
factors all deserve careful consideration in any assessment of the likelihood that these
food-production goals will be attained. Studies show, for example, that in parts of the rich
Egyptian delta yields per acre are falling steadily because of the demands on a limited
water supply of an increasing population and expanding industry; in the Fertile Crescent
over-grazing has destroyed the water-retaining cover of vegetation and turned large areas
of rich soil to desert; and the primitive practice of burning bush and forest-cover as a prelude to farming has led to serious fuel shortages in India, the Middle East and North Africa
so that dung, desperately needed to fertilize the impoverished soil, must instead be burnt
and utilized as fuel. 6 Moreover, the poverty of farmers in many underdeveloped countries
is so great that they are still tied to the wooden plough or bent stick of their forefathers.
Family land holdings are often small and frequently grow smaller with each new generation, as land is the principal form of wealth in agricultural societies and families are
large. Under unjust systems of land tenure, such as those prevailing in parts of North
Africa, a landlord may claim two, three, or even four times the farmer's share of the
crop. 7 In parts of the Egyptian delta, the entire wheat crop may be claimed by the landowner as rent, while the farmer and his family subsist on a meagre diet of maize, grown after the wheat is harvested. 8 It is also estimated that in some underdeveloped countries as
much as 20 percent of the available food spoils or becomes insect-infested due to lack of
proper storage facilities and efficient transportation. 9 This situation not only reduces
local food consumption but limits farm income by restricting opportunities for the opening of export markets, as it is a well-established fact that unless the farmer can supply the
food of at least one family other than his own, his livelihood remains extremely precarious. 10 Another condition adversely affecting the food supply in underdeveloped nations
is the tendency to emphasize immediate economic returns ra,her than long-range ones,
5 Ibid., pp. 1001I.
6 Ibid., p. II.
7 Ibid., p. 14.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid., p. 13.
10 Food: One Tool In International Economic Development, Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University Press,
1962,p.213.
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even though the latter give promise of being much more rewarding. l1 For instance, a
farmer may sell his best animals first and keep the poorest ones for the continuance of
his herd. An important sociological factor negatively related to the food supply in the underdeveloped countries is the fact that many families are abandoning village life to move
into newly industrialized areas, thus becoming entirely dependent on wages. Unfamiliar
with a money economy, they may have great difficulty in obtaining enough food after
paying for rent, clothing and other necessities of urban life. 12

c.

Cultural Change in Relation to Nutrition

Among the majority of the world's people, however, there is a growing desire for
change - for a better standard of living and a better chance of survival for their children.
The desire, however, is seldom stated with any recognition of the connection between
food and health or between undernourishment and ill health. 13 The first sign of a desire
for change may be the expressed wish for a road or a radio, and the first evidence that
change has occurred may be improvements in home-building, in agriculture, or in children's education. In other words, the "felt needs" - the things people want to change as well as the changes they will resent must be discovered by any group whose purpose is
to improve dietary conditions in a country, or else the whole program will break down.14
Through community development, the people can be brought gradually to accept dietary
changes which they would have rejected earlier.
The task of changing food habits is basically, therefore, a problem of culture-building in which nutritionists, agriculturists, economists and anthropologists work together in
a program of guided change to replace the old nutritional style with a new one. A program of guided change has the greatest chance of success if it is focused on those minimum
changes in the practices of the people which will make the most critical difference in their
nutritional balance. Consequently, the following objectives must be kept clearly in mind
by the team of experts as the program progresses: 15
1. Recognizing that a country's nutritional pattern is part of its total culture,
they will seek to identify those elements which can be changed without
undue disorganization of the whole. For example, local foods which are
already known and liked may be nutritionally remedial if eaten in greater
quantity or more frequently. New foods which are introduced may be
11 Burgess and Dean, op. cit., p. 15.

12 Drogat, op. cit., p. 76.

13 Burgess and Dean, op. cit., p. 55.
14 Drogat, op. cit., p. 134.
15 Burgess and Dean, op. cit., pp. 60-61.
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made to harmonize with the local dietary style by enlisting the help of the
people themselves in the creation of suitable recipes.
2. They must recognize and discard much of the cultural baggage which they
unwittingly carry with them in their work, such as an inordinate respect
for ungulate milk as a food for children, a feeling that one should eat the
"right" foods as an act of the will, and undue emphasis on the nutrition of
the children in the family at the expense of other family members.

3. They must train indigenous nutrition workers, since one of the serious restrictions on efforts to improve health standards in the less developed nations today is the lack of trained personnel.

All involved in the program must, therefore, have an up-to-date knowledge of the specific
socio-cultural situation and of the nutritional aspects of the total pattern of national and
village life - whether they be medical nutritionists concerned with the child in front of
them, economists and agronomists concerned with increasing the supply of cereals in a
country, or those concerned with the educational problems of changing people's ideas
about food and health .
Educational programs designed to encourage farmers in underdeveloped countries
to learn about and to adopt improved farming methods have encountered numerous obstacles due to rigid religious as well as secular traditions. The typical farmer is conservative ; he is not convinced that changes will be for the best and in his precarious existence
there is no margin for risk. Following the introduction of irrigation in Madagascar, for example , farmers continued the practice of waiting for a certain moon before transplanting
their rice seedlings until, through further efforts of agricultural extension workers, they
were persuaded to transplant at the time when the seedlings were ready, even if the moon
was . not. 16 As a result, the crop was doubled. 1 7 Where religion prohibits the taking of
life, it may be impossible to promote egg production, to use insecticides to protect crops,
or to expand the fishing industry.18 Other steps to increase food supplies may fail because new products are unacceptable for non-religious reasons. A high-yielding variety of
the local cereal, for example, may give a dough of unfamiliar color and texture which is
believed to reflect negatively on a woman's ability to cook. 19 Similarly, in the Chin
States ot Upper Burma, the cross-breeding of the small black local pig with a better meat
producer resulted in spotted offspring that were rejected b6' the natives because, by tradition , they were considered unfit for human consumption. 2
16 Ibid., p. 15.
17 Ibid.

18 Drogat, 0p. cit., p. 40.
19 Elmer V. McCollum, A History of Nutrition, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1957, p. 6.
20 Burgess and Dean, op cit., p. 15.
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D. The Social Psychology of Food Habits
Food habits are deeply significant and rank in importance alongside language and
clothing styles in the everyday life of most people . One possible explanation for the importance of food habits lies in the concept of the "self-image. ,,21 A person says, in effect,
"These food habits are mine. I have formed or accepted them and now they are part of
myself." Food habits are thus a form of self-expression, just as much as one's manner of
dressing or speaking. In the case of immigrants or of people belonging to a certain social
class, the importance of food habits can also be understood in terms of group identifica22
tion .
This connection between the self-image or group identification and the food one
eats helps to explain resistance to programmed changes in dietary conditions. If each day
for many years you have made yourself "you" or a member of your particular class or
group by eating particular foods , and then you gave up these foods and changed to different ones, you would be taking an exceedingly drastic step. Even during childhood,
when familiar food plays an important part in reassuring one that the world is stable, sudden changes are often frightening.
The emotions associated with early feeding experiences constitute a second very important social-psychological factor determining the intensity of resistance to dietary
changes in adulthood. Societies whose children are fed lovingly and wherein food is a
source of great pleasure and delight produce adults who are very resistant to dietary
changes. 23 The food habits of Italian immigrants to the United States, for example, were
very difficult to change, whereas those of certain Germanic groups, wherein food was
treated as one element in a rigid system of discipline, were changed easily. 24 Rigidity or
relative inflexibility of food habits may also arise, however , when people are forced by
economic necessity to eat things they do not like . In both the United States and the
United Kingdom, for example, rigid food habits are found predominantly in the lower
socio-economic classes. 2 5
The limited facilities for cooking or serving food in many societies have also exercised a strong influence on the kind of food people living there learn to like. In certain
rice-eating regions, for example, where beri-beri is a problem, but where cooking facilities
are few, educational efforts to persuade people not to wash the rice before cooking it are

21 Ibid., p. 79.
22 Ibid., p. 80.
23 Ibid., p. 77.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
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notably unsuccessful, because rice with the taste people like can only be prepared if subjected to numerous washings before cooking. 26 Similarly, school lunch programs on the
United States mainland, where rice has been served by nutrition experts who knew "Puerto
Ricans like rice," have sometimes failed completely because the rice was mushy or served
with raisins and sugar. To most Puerto Ricans, who like shortrain rice with a little lard
added to it, this is not rice but something that tastes horrible . 2 Liking the taste of a particular food, therefore, involves many attributes - its smell, texture, color, temperature,
hardness or softness - to all of which individuals living in a particular society become
culturally conditioned.
Whether a particular food is considered healthful or unhealthful, whether it has high
or low prestige value, whether it is considered appropriate only for certain occasions, for
certain people, or to be served in certain ways, and whether it is forbidden, permitted or
recommended likewise varies with cultural circumstances. 28 In all countries, however, certain foods are regarded as socially "shameful," even though they may be nutritionally valuable. One very remote hunting tribe in Africa, for example, will eat baboon, hyena or
vulture only in a very intimate group, and an invitation to a visitor to partake of these
foods is certain proof that he is welcome and accepted. 2 9 On the other hand, the quality
of economic or agricultural reliability - whether its supply is dependable or capricious plays a major part in building up the image of highly valued staple foods in most countries.
The potato was initially so successful in meeting the needs of the people in Ireland, for example, that it created an ideal image which has persisted in spite of subsequent disastrous
"potato famines.,,30
The ideas that a person or group has about the total physical environment constitute still another important social-psychological factor determining food habits. In Thailand, for example, where frugality is a virtue, efforts to improve the nutrition of young
children are complicated by the fact that children are taught to take just enough of their
protein-containing side-dishes to flavor their rice. 31 Greediness with these protein dishes
elicits strong social disapproval, even in places where economic necessity does not exist.
Similarly, preoccupation with food in general may be regarded as natural or unnatural,
necessary or unnecessary, good or bad by the individual or group, depending upon the
society and culture in question.

a6 Ibid, p. 8l.
27

Ibid

28 McCo 11 urn,

.
op. Cit.,

29 Burgess and Dean,

pp. 2-3.

op. cit.,

p. 82.

30 Ibid
31 Ibid, p. 83.
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In the scientifically-oriented and technologically-developed areas of the world, where
the total supply of food is more than adequate for population needs, economic status
and cultural patterns exercise the most important influence over families' food consumption. Among lower-income groups, whose expenditure on food may exceed 50 percent
of their total income, any rise in economic status is usually reflected in an increase in
the quantity of food consumed, with little change in its quality.32 At higher economic
levels, however, increased income usually results in greater expenditure for foods like
meat, eggs, and milk products, with a consequent improvement in the nutritive value of
family diets. 3 3 At still higher income levels, expenditure on food may increase further,
but this may not result in an improvement in the diet from the nutritional standpoint,
because well-to-do families tend to prefer expensive cuts of meat, packaged foods, outof-season fruits, and other luxuries. 34 The effect of cultural differences on food consumption was observed in New York City during the Great Depression when most Italian
families would spend their money first on pasta, oil, cheese and other familiar foods which
gave them a sense of security, neglecting their other budget items, while Puerto Rican
families in the same income fOu p would buy clothing, a radio, or even jewelry, failing
to put money aside for food. 3

E. Approaches to the Relief of Malnutrition in Both Underdeveloped and Advanced
Societies
There are two main approaches to the alleviation and prevention of malnutrition,
and both involve changes in food habits. The first - the encouragement of procedures
which will prevent the onset of malnutrition in the child, or facilitate its early recognition
and treatment - has been very much the concern of United Nations' World Health Organization (WHO) in recent years. 36 Among these procedures are attention to the health
of the pregnant and nursing woman; education of the future mother, beginning in the
later school years and continuing throughout the ante-natal period, regarding her own
health and nutritional needs and those of her child; the development, where necessary, of
suitable resources whereby she can feed herself and her child adequately; the establishment of facilities for the early diagnosis and treatment of malnutrition; and the supervision and supplementary feeding of children in danger of becoming malnourished. Since
one of the greatest limitations on the improvement of health standards in the less developed countries today is the lack of trained personnel, WHO, with UNICEF assistance,
32 M. K. Bennett, The World's Food: A Study of the Interrelationships of World Populations, National Diets and Food Potentials, New York: Harper and Brothers, 1954, p. 63.

33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
35 Burgess and Dean, op. cit., p. 16.

36 Ibid., p. 88.
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has sent pediatricians, pediatric and public health nursing instructors, and health education experts to numerous coun tries to train native specialists. 3 7 Maternal and child health
teams, composed of foreign specialists and their matching native trainees, have organized
demonstration areas in some underdeveloped countries, learning, as they worked together, how to provide curative and preventive services required by a community.38
The second major approach to the alleviation and prevention of malnutrition encouragement of the proper use of a wider variety of foods within the family - has
been a special project of the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO).39
F AO believes that an approach to the entire family is of great importance and that teaching through the schools is probably the method most likely to succeed. It has been shown
in Israel, for example, that families with school children receiving education in nutrition
have a better diet than those with no children of school age . 40 Similarly, in a rural area of
Iran, F AO nutritionist, Miss Dean Low, started a discussion of a school-feeding scheme
with Iarents and teachers which eventually developed into a total community enterprise. 1 The parents grew certain vegetables specified by the nutritionist and sold them to
the local school. The senior girls helped to prepare the food, local women were taugh t at
the school to cook the planned meals, and the mothers took turns once a week helping to
serve them. The children enjoyed the food so much that they began to demand "school
food" at home. As a result they gained weight and their health improved. At the same
time , the farmers, enthusiastic about the ready market for their produce at the school, offered to grow more of the food required for the program the following year. Thus, in one
way or another, the whole community benefited and became educated in nutrition.
FAO's agricultural and home economics extension services are also contributing
much to the teaching of better dietary habits. Its home economics extension programs,
carried out largely through women's clubs and youth organizations, have shown that diets
may be improved by teaching families how to use better methods of preservation, storage and cooking. 4 2 The opportunity to make new and to meet old friends or to learn useful and profitable handicrafts have proved to be highly effective incentives to natives' attendance at the meetings of these organizations. In Iran and in Egypt, the production and
consumption of vegetables have increased widely through the activities of F AO's agricultural extension programs which encourage school and home gardens. 43 In one area, a successful "chameleon approach" by an FAO nutrition team was the cultivation of new vari37 Food for Life - Food for Thought, New York: Oceana Publications, Inc., 1962 , p. 22.
38 Ibid., p. 48.

39 Burgess and Dean, 0p . cit., p. 88.
40 Ibid., p. 92.
41 Ibid., p. 115.
42 Ibid. , p. 93.
43 Ibid.
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eties of cash crops, along with the provision of individual curative procedures to improve
the health of the producers. 44 At the end of the first year, the success of the project was
evaluated by the villagers, not in agricultural terms, but in the statement: "Before our
babies died; now they live.,,45 If health and nutrition experts can persuade just one leader
in a community to let them set up such a convincing demonstration on his farm, and they
subsequently repeat the same process in other communities within the same country, the
results can be explosive.
This form of "advertising" or demonstration, by means of some program in which
the people themselves participate and which yields relatively quick results, is probably
the most effective way of transmitting knowledge to people who are not yet ready to accept scientific explanations for their ill-health. Through the centuries, until recent years,
peasants have accepted the position of being told what to do by the elite who "knew
best.,,46 Everything "the native" did was regarded as superstition, while everything brought
in by the "modern world," whether it was three meals a day or orange juice, was regarded as science. Experience has shown, however, as in the project cited above, that
when primitive people are given reasons for the changes outside specialists wish to introduce and are accorded the dignity of taking personal responsibility for implementing the
changes, the experts achieve the success they intend relatively quickly and, at the same
time, the natives maintain their feeling of self-respect.
The principal objective cf nutrition programs in the United States at the present
time is to select from an unprecedented and incomparable abundance of foods a diet
which is not overbalanced with single classes of nutrients like sugar or animal fat. 4 7 In too
many cases, the teaching of children, the buying habits of adults, and the methods of food
preparation and food serving are carry-overs from an era when food was less nourishing
and less easily obtainable and when individuals needed more calories for strenuous activity. As a consequence, the majority of people in the United States have constantly to resist the tendency to eat too much food or to eat foods in the wrong proportions. Hence,
"dieting" has become the most prominent feature of current nutrition programs in the
United States. 48 In other words, an attempt is being made to focus the eating habits of
children and adults on appropriate food combinations rather than upon quantities of
food. The present approach to infant feeding - the adaptation of feeding schedules,
whether by the breast or bottle, to the physiological rhythm of each infant, so that he
self-selects the amount and timing of his nourishment - provides the type of early experience which will hopefully prepare our future adults for intelligent food consumption
in a society where food supplies are diverse and superabundant.
44 Ibid., p. 99.

45 Ibid.
46 Georg Borgstrum, Th e Hungry Planet, New York: Th e Macmillan Company, 1965, p. 431.
47 Burgess and Dean, op. cit. , p. 119.
48 Ibid.
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